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Shuhai Zhang, Gert de Roo, Bin Lu
ABSTRACT: This new global financial crisis has required us to recognize 
how closely and deeply different regions and countries around the 
world are connected and how they interact with each other. In this 
interconnected context, planning theory and experiences also become fluid 
rather than being confined within certain boundaries. This paper explores 
the links between Chinese planning and European (or “Western”-oriented) 
spatial planning by critically analysing the development of Chinese 
planning. In China, modern European planning theories have been under 
discussion and partly in practice for years. Indeed, they have been playing 
an important role over the past 30 years in, for example, urban growth 
management, land-use regulation and environmental protection, and also 
in helping achieve sustainable development. However, the evolution of 
Chinese planning, now in a highly dynamic phase, has distinguished itself 
from that of European planning by adopting a highly rational, coordinated 
and top-down approach. This paper argues that there are several reasons 
for this. However, beyond this mere observation, there are a wide range 
of possibilities to be considered and reflected on with respect to these 
two different trajectories of planning development, which could enhance 
planning theory and practice. In other words, there are lessons to be learnt 
in comparing contemporary Chinese and European planning.
2.1 INTRODUCTION
C hina has experienced rapid development over the last 30 years (Fan, 2008; Song & Ding, 2007; World Bank, 2008). During this period, spatial planning has been accorded a lot of attention by both the government and 
the academic world. The significance of spatial planning is strongly emphasized 
across the nation, from the developed eastern coastal area to the less developed 
Western interior (Wen, 2010). The planning discipline has delivered efficient 
tools for solving various wide-ranging problems that have come about during the 
process of urbanization.
2
CHINA:  WHAT ABOUT
THE URBAN REVOLUTION? 2
2 This chapter has been published as Zhang Shuhai, Gert de Roo & Lu Bin, 2012. China:  
 What about the Urban Revolution? Rapid Transformations in Chinese Planning and its Links  
 with a Slowly Emerging European Planning Theory, European Planning Studies, 20(12):  
 1997–2011. 
Rapid Transformations in Chinese Planning and its
Links with a Slowly Emerging European Planning Theory
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amazing speed, will definitely provide valuable experiences for improving the 
applicability and adaptability of European planning theory. Consider Beijing as 
an example. The population growth in Beijing each year since 2005 has been over 
half a million and urban construction land covered over 3300 km2 in 2008. The 
accelerating motorization has exhibited a net growth of about 1900 cars every 
day over the last 5 years (Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, 2008, 2009). 
Unfortunately, this speed has brought not only rapid economic growth, but also 
serious urban problems such as a shortage of employment, very high housing 
prices, serious traffic congestion and environmental degradation. Moreover, the 
interaction between and co-evolution of these issues make them harder to solve 
by planning. 
The experience of such dynamic rapid planning should at least act to shake up 
the current European debate on planning theory, in which various ideas and 
thoughts about how planning should act and how planning theory should develop 
are hardly in agreement at present (Falleth et al., 2010; Friedmann, 1998; 
Graham & Healey, 1999; Marshall, 2007). 
To clarify the characteristics and challenges of Chinese planning, this paper 
first explains how it evolved—mainly over the past 60 years—of which the latter 
30 years, the years after the “Reform and Opening” policy, are of particular 
interest. It then charts how European planning influenced and interacted 
with this process and why Chinese planning practices have been dominated 
by highly rational, organizational and top-down approaches. We consider the 
underlying situation of the rapidly expanding dynamic environment in which 
planning issues arise and the growing number of planning problems which 
remain unanswered in China. This development requires us to reconsider 
the different planning proposals coming from Europe. In contrast to Chinese 
planning, European planning has experienced a transition from rational 
approaches to communicative ones, not without serious critics from within the 
European context. Aside from this, we have to determine how to deal with the 
dynamic complex planning context in China. This paper reflects on the possible 
advantages of communicative planning for China and about the lessons to be 
learnt from the dynamic Chinese planning, which could readily contribute to the 
European planning debate.
In this paper, planning refers to “urban planning” as it used to be called or 
“urban and rural planning” as it has been referred to since the promulgation 
of the new “Urban and Rural Planning Act” in 2007 (Ministry of Housing and 
Urban-Rural Construction, 2007; Tang, 2004), which comes under the ambit of 
the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Construction. Either way, it can be 
regarded as the counterpart of European “spatial planning” in China. According 
to the “Urban and Rural Planning Act”, Chinese urban and rural planning entails 
a statutory blueprint and guidance for comprehensive urban construction and 
regional development, usually for the coming 20 years. There are usually three 
spatial orientations and six spatial levels, as in the present planning system, 
each of which is well embedded in its respective political structural layer  
(Figure 2.1).
Figure 2.1 
Spatial levels of urban and rural planning in China and their corresponding institutional layers
The debate about “whether there is Chinese modern planning theory” remains 
contentious (Zhang & Richard, 2009). Nonetheless, planners in China have paid 
a great deal of attention to learning from European (or “Western”-oriented) 
planning theory and experience, such as retail analysis, transportation analysis 
and residential area allocation, which are mainly systemic rational approaches 
(Cao & Gu, 2005; Wei et al., 2005; Yang, 2000).At the same time, the uniqueness 
of Chinese urban development, with its large population, high density and 
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some thoughts from the “City Beautiful Movement”, became the theoretical 
foundation and reference for this period. Ideas about planning such as the 
“garden city” (Howard, 1898) and the theory of organic decentralization 
(Saarinen, 1942) were imported to be used as ideal models for optimizing the 
urban living environment. There are two major reasons for an interest in this 
“Western style” of planning during this period. The first reason is that after the 
end of feudalism and the Qing dynasty, the capital was provided with a new 
institutional framework in 1910, which allowed strong improvements in spatial 
planning. And this was very much necessary, as the rapid growth of industry in 
big cities such as Shanghai requested a solution to deal with issues including 
site selecting and industrial waste pollution (Tan, 2005; Zhang, 2006a, 2006b). 
Central government at that time had a good relationship with both Europe and 
the US. Therefore, European planning ideas were well received and left their 
influence on Chinese planning. For example, in the municipal plan of Shanghai 
conducted from 1927 onwards, professionals from Europe and the US were 
invited by Chiang Kai-shek’s government. Within and around Shanghai’s Central 
Business District (CBD) area, 10 concentric zones were pinpointed in the plan, 
including high-quality residential area, commercial area, middle-quality area 
and industrial sites (Tan, 2005), reflecting an attempt of adapting Howard’s 
garden city model.
The second reason for appreciating European planning ideas at that time relates 
to a European colonial attitude to directly influence the planning of cities in 
those parts of the world where the European countries have an interest in. For 
example, the city of Qingdao was occupied by Germans for almost 20 years since 
the late nineteenth century. The planning and construction made in this period 
were a prototype for later planning work, which is featured by, for example, 
meticulously designed buildings located and positioned in a highly ordered way. 
Also a differentiated road system with small-secondary and high-density routes 
can be seen (Shi, 1981).
In general, various social, institutional and political conditions at that time 
provided conditions for being susceptible to utopian planning ideas from 
Europe. As the main planning focus at that time was on physical design and 
the “elegance” of the urban environment, these ideas have had an impact on 
Chinese engineers and designers.
2.2 THE RISES AND FALLS OF PLANNING IN CHINA:  
 HOW IT  HAS BEEN INFLUENCED BY EUROPEAN    
 PLANNING
W e have to admit at the outset that it is impossible to divide planning accurately into different periods, owing to its continuous and interwoven processes of change. Nevertheless, we will mark the 
development of Chinese planning subjectively with some crucial milestones 
to identify how Chinese planning has evolved alongside the transitional 
socioeconomic context.
2.2.1 BEFORE 1949:  PHYSICAL PLANNING INFLUENCED BY BOTH   
 CHINESE CULTURE AND EUROPEAN UTOPIAN PLANNING   
 THEORY
 Although the existence of modern planning theory in China remains 
unclear, valuable thought on the planning of physical construction layouts 
has existed since very early times. For instance, a classic Chinese text called 
“Zhouli”, from as early as 900 BC (Dong, 2004), contains a complete description 
of zoning, the spatial relationship between royal city, inner city and outer city 
and the relationship between the various functional sectors, such as government 
and market. The Forbidden City of Beijing is a perfect example of this thinking. 
Another famous planning concept from ancient China is “The geomantic 
omen doctrine”. The literal meaning of “geomantic omen” in Chinese is “wind 
and water”, which actually refers to the relative position of the human in the 
environment. It was broadly intended to achieve a harmonious relationship 
between people and nature (Hu, 2009; Wang, 2004; Yu, 2005). For instance, 
according to this doctrine, a perfect location for either a town or an individual 
house lies with its back to a mountain and facing water, which not only would 
ensure a pleasant relationship with nature but was also thought to bring people 
good luck. The location is also functionally reasonable. High land such as a 
mountain can protect residential areas from uncomfortable climatic conditions 
such as hurricanes, while water, as a fundamental requirement for life, should 
be reachable. Both of the above elements are crucial for agriculture.
Immediately after the 1920s, there was a famous municipal reform movement 
in China. European utopian planning theory (Burtenshaw, 1985), along with 
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and urban design. Accordingly, planning during these times was characterized 
by a rational analysis of how the urban economy works and how to exhibit a 
grand-scale social order through block and building design. Thus, planning in 
this period was very functional and technical, underpinned by the confidence to 
create a new world by changing the physical environment. To some extent, the 
confidence and passion were largely inspired by the outcomes of the Chinese 
Civil War and the war against the Japanese. In any case, planning during this 
period contributed greatly to the post-war economic recovery and urban 
construction.
(2) Planning declined because of domestic socioeconomic    
 turbulence: the vacuum period for all foreign planning ideas
 Planning was more or less out of the picture due to the nation’s 
suffering from both economic disaster and social turbulence. From the late 
1950s to the early 1960s, China suffered a serious famine resulting from the 
Great Leap Forward in which industry was over-emphasized to the detriment of 
agriculture (Li & Yang, 2005). Moreover, before the young nation could emerge 
from this disaster, another political catastrophe called the Cultural Revolution 
caused it even more serious harm (Akira, 1978). This was nothing less than 
a political movement in which people were instructed to express a fanatical 
critique of capitalism, to declare war against all capitalists and to be suspicious 
of everyone and everything. In this period of upheaval and suffering, city growth 
declined and urban planning ceased or even regressed. For instance, the city 
was designated a socialist industrial centre and commercial facilities were 
removed, industrial and residential space was allocated without any guidance 
or rationale and many planning institutions and organizations were disbanded 
during this Chinese dark age. Planners, like many other intellectuals, were 
sent to the countryside or were forcibly transferred to do other manual work. 
Many planning documents and information were discarded or lost. Western 
planning concepts, which were regarded as one form of capitalist thought, were 
totally prohibited in China. Perhaps surprisingly, even the planning principles 
of the Soviet Union were criticized due to the deterioration of the Sino–Soviet 
relationship. Therefore, this can be regarded as a vacuum period for all foreign 
planning ideas. In general, the turbulence during this period not only negatively 
influenced regular development but also seriously damaged Chinese planning.
2.2.2 1949–1980S:  SOCIALISM IN PHYSICAL AND FUNCTIONAL   
 PLANNING:  PARTING COMPANY WITH EUROPEAN PLANNING
(1) General attitude of Western spatial planning: a technical rationale
 In the first few years after the foundation of the People’s Republic of 
China, the country had a pressing need for key national projects and holistic 
urban constructions. In retrospect spatial planning during that time followed 
a Western attitude to planning, which was the technical rational approach. 
This was very much in line with the social and economical desires in those 
days. Due to the serious destruction caused by the Second World War and the 
Chinese Civil War, planning during this period was driven by the demand for 
industrial development within a planned economy. The socialist ideal at that 
time, to consider the city to be a place for economic production and industrial 
development, was not different from Western beliefs (Huang, 2006; Zhao, 1984). 
To a large extent, planning for residential units, roads and green land was 
affiliated with industrial allocation. This reduced urban planning, its attention to 
the urban structure and its spatial organization into a technical process (Huang, 
2006; Zhao, 1984).
During this period, China promulgated its first 5-year plan (1953–1958) for 
the national economy and social development. Urban planning was regarded 
as a concretion and reflection of this 5-year planning process, whose main 
task was to guide or “plan” the national and regional economy (Yuan & Liu, 
2009). Spatial planning practices boomed during this decade, characterized 
by their functional characteristics. The most important planning practice was 
the national project “key cities planning”, in which 156 national industrial 
programmes were designated for delivery in “key cities”. In addition to the 
planning of these “key cities”, a total of more than 150 cities compiled their 
own urban planning schemes. Almost the only issues of importance in these 
planning schemes were the building of basic urban facilities such as residential 
houses, factories and transportation lines to support rapid economic growth. 
As a new socialist country, China was at odds with Western capitalist countries. 
Therefore, both the will and the opportunity to learn about the planning theories 
and opinions from Western European countries were in short supply. Instead, 
planning experts from the Soviet Union, who were considered to be socialist 
brothers and allies of China, were invited to help by delivering planning theories 
and experiences of planning practices from a socialist context (Xie & Costa, 
1991, 1993).Most of these experts were professionals in economic geography 
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2.2.3 1980S–2000:  TECHNICAL-RATIONAL PLANNING:  
 MAJOR INFLUENCES FROM EUROPEAN PLANNING 
 Two years after the Cultural Revolution, China welcomed a policy of 
reform and opening up, in which the Chinese Communist Party adjusted its 
central tasks with respect to economic development, following Deng Xiaoping’s 
philosophy that growth was of overriding importance (Wu & Zhang, 2007).  
From then onwards, the nation was on its way towards a stable market 
economy. In contrast to the 1950s, learning lessons from and making reference 
to successful experiences from developed countries were encouraged during 
this period being in support of efficient socioeconomic development. Theories, 
technologies and skills from developed countries, such as those from Europe, 
were broadly embedded in many fields, and planning was no exception.
With the development of large-scale urban development programmes, the 
importance of spatial planning was again recognized. Basically, planning 
research and practices boomed since the early 1980s. European rational 
planning theories and practices were gradually introduced and left their 
influence on Chinese planning (Guo, 1989; Liu, 1994; Peng, 1994; Zhang, 1983; 
Zhao, 1983).
The precise content of what was actually drawn from European planning, 
however, was quite selective, focusing on rational approaches and systemic 
concepts such as industrial allocation, urban residential development and 
planning training. Rational planning concepts of the city, for instance, that 
which treated the city as a predictable linear system, and ideas such as 
rational analysis, structural control and systemic strategy were greatly admired 
(McLoughlin, 1969), as was the notion that in planning, a series of models should 
be built to conduct systematic analysis and control (Taylor, 1999). It was broadly 
accepted that planning was an approach that would yield the best results 
(Faludi, 1973). In addition to theory, selective learning from and the import of 
European planning experience also occurred, ranging from planning methods 
such as zoning, spatial regulation, green-space protection and land-use 
classification to planning cases such as the London metropolitan area, the Paris 
metropole and the Randstad (Hall,1992; Salet et al., 2003). The above can also 
be seen in the rules and laws of the Chinese planning system. Planning content, 
procedures and approaches were expressed by planning laws, ordinances and 
rules, which detailed rational analysis procedures and methods. According to 
the “Urban and Rural Planning Act”, the objective of planning activity was to be 
clearly determined and aimed at predicting and determining the size of urban 
population and its implications for employment, construction land and various 
infrastructure, as well as the spatial location of urban expansion, ecological 
buffer zones, green space and so forth. 
In this context, most cities in China during this period laid down their spatial 
planning acts and had them enacted through the People’s congress. In fact, 
many of these cities were adopting spatial planning for the first time, ending 
an era of unplanned urban development, project construction, etc. (Liu, 2009). 
In addition, a relatively complete top-down and economically oriented master 
plan system was formed during this period – as mentioned in the introduction 
– which targeted the spatial demand associated with economic development 
on various scales. Unfortunately, planning over these 20 years was highly 
economically oriented to the detriment of urban social issues such as how to 
reduce regionalinequality.
2.2.4 AFTER 2000:  THE RISE OF COMPLICATED PLANNING ISSUES   
 AND THEIR AFFILIATION WITH COMMUNICATIVE APPROACHES  
 FROM EUROPE
 The image of Chinese planning, however, has been gradually evolving 
since 2000, especially over the last 5 years, which are characterized by an 
unprecedented dynamic, interconnected and uncertain planning environment. 
Past policy, which exclusively focused on the economy, has aggravated social 
problems such as regional disparity, which are now too serious to be neglected 
in planning (Wu, 2002). In addition, more actors have become involved in spatial 
planning on account of this greater social demand for it. Initially, dozens of 
other forms of planning emerged for certain specific goals, such as planning for 
economic development, planning for forest preservation, planning for tourism, 
planning for education facilities and so on, whose aims had to be coordinated 
with spatial planning (Cai et al., 2009).
This situation has actually revealed the benefits of competition across horizontal 
departments. In addition, citizens are increasingly demanding to be involved in 
the processes of planning and decision-making (Johnson, 2010). This suggests 
a move towards a communicative kind of planning. However, rapid urbanization, 
immense flows of migration, huge investments in property development and 
infrastructure are such that within Chinese planning, dynamics is the factor 
that has become most manifest. While there might be an emerging desire to 
embrace and benefit from the communicative experiences of European planning, 
a fundamental shift to communicative approaches is currently impossible.  
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characterized by an emphasis on symbolic formalization, including the favouring 
of formalistic street patterns and grand designs for public buildings and 
monuments built around huge public squares (Schinz, 1989). This was regarded 
as demonstrating the purity and majesty of socialism, creating a new form and 
a new pattern for cities and developing a strong community spirit within urban 
sub-communities (Fisher, 1962). Dominated by this ideology, planning favoured 
landscapes that could be rapidly created, such as rectangular city layouts, 
chess-board street systems, monumental or symbolic city centres, enclosed 
yard-style construction units (a new version of the traditional “Siheyuan”) and 
standardized buildings, all of which were common in the newly built-up areas 
throughout the country (Xie & Costa, 1993).
From the 1980s onwards, a more pragmatic approach was emphasized, following 
DengXiaoping’s famous remark “Development is the first principle”. Since then, 
planning objectives have been strongly economically oriented against a GDP 
priority background. Accordingly, rational planning approaches have proved 
efficient in supporting this type of development. Recently, the demand for basic 
urban construction has not been as great as formerly, but the speed of urban 
growth still requires fast planning decision-making. For instance, to confront the 
sharp decline in farmland, planning resolutions fix construction limits by district 
on the basis of the results of systemic analysis and index calculation. Obviously, 
this pragmatic approach is very efficient in rapid decision-making, but possibly 
at the price of negative impacts in the more comprehensive long term.
2.3.2 INFLUENCE OF THE CHINESE SINGLE-PARTY  
 GOVERNMENT SYSTEM
 Another reason for the difference between Chinese and European 
planning is the Chinese single-party government system in which planning 
is embedded. For a city government, planning is regarded not only as a kind 
of intervention in social development but also as a major task delivered by 
a higher level government, which is in charge of the evaluation, promotion 
and appointment of officials from a lower level government. To some extent, 
this is why Chinese planning did not transform its rational approaches into 
communicative approaches, as that had happened in Europe. In general, 
state power is quite centralized in this context. Although it has gradually 
decentralized since 1994 through fiscal reform, the civil political framework 
is still under construction and the participation of multiple actors in social 
decision-making processes is far from being achieved (Zhan, 2009). With regard 
to planning, there is still no effective institutional arrangement for participation 
By and large, this is due to the speed of development that Chinese planning 
processes have to cope with, which above all means that there is no time to 
reflect on what is precisely going on and to think through how to respond. “Go 
with the flow” is the current approach. As a consequence, the technical–rational 
attitude prevails in Chinese planning. Before elaborating on the dynamics of 
contemporary planning in China, we will first consider this attitude in coping 
with its dynamic environment.
2.3 REASONS FOR DIVERGENCES IN CHINESE PLANNING
L ooking at the development of Chinese planning over the last 60 years, we can arguably state that the evolution of planning in China has been closely related to Chinese transitional economic and social developments, as well 
as to the top-down nature of the Chinese institutional environment. No doubt 
European planning theories and practices have influenced Chinese planning over 
the last 30 years, as there is an awareness about planning being approached in 
Europe, their evolving path and the constraints and possibilities related to them. 
Nevertheless, plenty of planning practices in China today are still characterized 
by highly technical–rational approaches in a highly coordinated and top-down 
system. Concerns about institutional arrangements for collaboration or system 
design for intersubjective discourse, which are highly admired in the European 
planning world, are replaced in Chinese planning by technical criteria, acts 
and technical–rational rules. Clearly, this is in contrast to the communicative 
transformation in European planning, and we question why it has remained like 
this in China. Several reasons, including the following, can be discerned.
2.3.1 PRAGMATIC THOUGHTS IN PLANNING 
 Generally, pragmatic thinking has played a prominent role in Chinese 
planning, which strongly directs the planning focus towards solving practical 
issues by scientific means. The reasons for this, however, have varied over time. 
The first period of pragmatic behaviour in Chinese planning can be observed 
in the socialist planning of the 1950s. At that time, demand for reconstruction 
following the war was urgent. Correspondingly, planning was required to have 
definite objectives, focusing on the construction of industrial facilities, which 
was recognized as an efficient method for emerging from poverty. The generation 
of a visible, perfect material world was what had to be achieved through 
planning. In addition to its functional aspect, this socialist planning was also 
 50 51
CHAPTER 2
SELF-ORGANIZING URBAN TRANSFORMATION AND ITS INSTITUTIONAL IMPLICATIONS
These philosophical ideas dominated throughout the feudalistic Chinese periods 
and left their legacy over a lengthy period. Accordingly, many behaviours are at 
least partially rooted in such a cultural base. In Chinese society, values such as 
collectivism rather than individualism are strongly emphasized. People have a 
responsibility to contribute to optimizing the community, city or the state, even 
at the price of sacrificing personal benefit. Therefore, there is no strong social 
incentive to participate or to be involved in planning decision-making. In many 
people’s minds, planning, as one type of public policy, produces results to which 
they should adjust their personal behaviour, rather than a process in which they 
can participate. Where individual problems are caused by planning, people are 
most likely to ask the authorities for help rather than protesting against planning 
measures. At the same time, government planning agencies feel responsible to 
optimize their planning and decision-making. It transpires that they come up 
with “scientific methods” to achieve this by embracing rational approaches.
2.4 CHALLENGES AND POSSIBLE TRANSITIONS 
P lanning in urban China over the last 5–10 years has been in transition from having a single economic objective towards encompassing multiple objectives, including the economy, society and the environment, 
especially since “scientific development” policy was advocated by the new 
central government in 2003 (Hu, 2003). After rapid growth for more than 
30 years, many deep structural problems, rather than simple functional 
problems, have formed in the Chinese socioeconomic system. With respect to 
planning, interacting fuzzy issues are encountered such as regional inequality, 
environmental degradation and over-intensive use of central areas (Ding, 2007; 
Shen, 1997; World Bank, 2008), each of which is not a separate functional defect 
but a part of an interrelated systemic disorder, in which each part increasingly 
interacts with other parts. Consequently, the linear rational style of planning is 
confronting unprecedented challenges. One illustration is that the prediction 
of population growth, which is fundamental in Chinese urban planning, has 
become increasingly inconsistent with reality. For instance, in Beijing’s urban 
planning scheme, completed in 2005, the forecast is a population of 18 million in 
2020. This number, however, has already been reached in 2009 with 17.9 million 
inhabitants. As such, the accuracy and applicability of planning are doubted by 
the public. Meanwhile, both the speed and extent of information dissemination 
have greatly increased, thanks to the popularity of the internet in China. The 
internet has gradually become an efficient way for the public both to acquire 
information and to express ideas about planning.  
in planning practice. There is a lack of information and efficient means by which 
common people and groups can become involved in the planning decision-
making process. In general, citizens have little access to information and 
their capacity to contribute to planning processes is low. Spatial planning 
is in that respect as secretive as that in the former Soviet Union (Knieling & 
Othengrafen, 2009). Therefore, the participation and benefit balance is absent 
from present planning and decision-making. On the other hand, to many local 
governments, urban planning is an opportunity to exaggerate the importance 
of urban development by predicting a very large population, which can help in 
securing more fiscal resources from the province. All in all, the government is 
very dominant and active in public administration and is given priority in public 
affairs by law (Barbieri et al., 2010), including in planning and decision-making. 
This has contributed greatly to a highly organization-based and top-down 
planning system in China.
2.3.3 TRADITIONAL VALUES AND PHILOSOPHY
 The main traditional Chinese philosophy, which still influences 
people’s thinking, can be divided into three branches: Confucianism, Taoism 
and Buddhism. In brief, Confucianism and Buddhism strongly focus on the 
relationship between people, especially the relationship between common 
people and authorities (He et al., 1991). For instance, Confucius’s main 
doctrine is “Ren”, literally meaning “two people together”, which expresses 
the idea that people should appreciate one another. With respect to social 
structure, it contains the idea that hierarchy does and should exist within social 
structures and that common people have to commit to authorities because 
this will positively contribute to the formation of a stable society. In return, the 
national authorities have the responsibility for improving the living conditions 
of the common people. In addition, both Confucius and the Buddha advocated 
that personal wellbeing or happiness consists in pursuing a virtuous life no 
matter what the physical situation is. While we cannot fully determine by 
ourselves whether we can be rich, fate can. Taoist philosophy originated in the 
mid-Warring States period when people were suffering from seriously disrupted 
social productivity caused by war and heavy taxation (He et al., 1991). With its 
stress on quiescence in mind and non-activity, Taoist ideology asserts that 
excessive material or moral satisfaction causes nothing but harm to our body 
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individualistic, socially fragmented, competitive or, in other words,  
uncollaborative (Gaffikin & Brand, 2007). 
2.5 ENHANCING PLANNING THEORY AND PRACTICE:     
 LEARNING FROM BOTH WORLDS
T hus, in various ways, European planning theories and practices have had an impact on the development of Chinese spatial planning, in particular, during the pre-war period and over the last 30 years. Nevertheless, 
the two planning trajectories can be distinguished from each other due to 
differences in philosophy, institution and history. Both experienced utopian, 
symbolic planning in a very early period, which presented itself in a socialist 
sense in China through phenomena such as the social order made manifest 
through formalized physical design. For various reasons, technical–rational 
planning approaches have had priority and have been popular within the highly 
coordinated, top-down Chinese planning context until today. In Europe, however, 
out of a technical–rational attitude, communicative approaches have emerged 
being either complementary or replacements to technical–rational approaches, 
both in theory and in practices. The European context teaches us to find both 
technical and communicative approaches appropriate and helpful under certain 
conditions, while neither is able to convincingly handle the challenges that 
emerge from a dynamic, transitional reality on its own.
There is more to say about comparing both trajectories. While Chinese planning 
is very much focusing on rapid transformations, and its main intent seems to 
be coping with the “urban revolution” and the massive interventions needed, 
we see a slowly emerging European planning theory, which allows reflexivity 
towards contemporary communicative practices, out of which critique and new 
arguments do come forward. Out of both trajectories, we can distil a desire for 
better arguments to cope with realities being encountered, beyond the technical 
and the communicative side to planning. 
Interesting are those arguments building on the ideas of complexity thinking, 
nonlinear development and transition management, all accepting a physical 
environment in a continuous state of change. This change is considered to be, 
by and large, autonomously driven. Induced change, for example, as a result of 
planners’ interventions, is seen as a response and not as a direct causal effect 
out of which the world and its physical environment are being “created”. We 
Although attempts have been made to solve an increasingly varying number 
of spatial problems, it becomes obvious that it is no longer possible to solve 
all these complex problems through rational approaches. Obviously, solutions 
additional to rational and straightforward approaches are required. Reflections 
on and research into “how to construct Chinese planning theory” have increased 
greatly recently (Fang et al., 2002; He et al., 2008; Li & Ning, 2006; Liang, 2009; 
Qiu, 2003; Tang, 2000; Wang, 2003; Zhou, 2001). A broad discussion about how 
European planning theory can help in this process has also occurred in the 
Chinese literature (Cui, 2008; Zhang, 2006a, 2006b). In practice, several regions 
in China, named the “Comprehensive Reform Experiment Zone”, were created to 
look for solutions to some key planning issues such as institutional reform. One 
of the issues is how to guarantee collaborative cooperation among governmental 
officials, companies, planners, economists, socialists and local residents. 
At the same time, the disputes and contradictions in European theory have 
not ceased. Rational planning theory started to be criticized in Europe from 
the 1970s, when it was realized that society did not have a simple logical 
structure, as though designed by an engineer, but was in fact made up of logical 
and non-logical factors and the relationship between the two. Subsequently, 
communicative or collaborative approaches saw planning issues not as realities 
but more as the abstract constructions of the various people involved (Healey, 
1987, 1997). In this context, planners would have to act as advocates rather 
than as the evaluators or decision-makers of the past (Davidoff, 1965). The 
communicative approach in planning thus arose (Healey, 1996; Innes, 1995; 
Sager, 1994; Woltjer, 2000). In addition, other planning theories, such as 
transactive planning (Friedmann, 1973) and alternative planning (Sandercock, 
2006), also emerged and interacted with each other. Over the past 20 years or 
so, however, confidence and arrogance have been replaced by uncertainty and 
introspection (Allmendinger, 2002). There have also been growing criticism 
and debate about communicative planning (Faludi et al., 1994; Fischler, 1995; 
Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 2002). The limitations of communicative 
approaches are reflected in some aspects of Habermas’ theory of 
communicative action, which thus has implications for communicative planning 
theory and collaborative planning practice (Huxley, 2000). An understanding is 
beginning to emerge that a sole focus on collaborative planning is likely naive 
as was a univocal perspective on technical rationality in the past. This opens 
up to new directions for planning development put forward (Fainstein, 2000) 
in response to communicative or collaborative planning which has been found 
inefficient or lacking consensus under some circumstances because the world is 
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CHAPTER 2
SELF-ORGANIZING URBAN TRANSFORMATION AND ITS INSTITUTIONAL IMPLICATIONS
At the same time, European planners are reconsidering the communicative side 
of planning, proposing, among others, alternatives which include a focus on 
the notion of “becoming”, dynamics and adaptive planning. In particular, here 
Chinese and European planner shave mutual interests. From this, there are 
lessons that could be learnt to enhance both Chinese and European planning 
theories and practices, pointing to a more extensive research agenda that 
relates to the issues of time, nonlinearity, emergence, adaptivity, evolution and 
self-organization. As Confucius said in his “Doctrine of the Mean” (Li, 2006), 
“Benefit from the multifarious world to reach an ideal harmony by touching upon 
both worlds”.
are particularly stressing this point of view as we believe that both Chinese 
and European planning could meet each other on the basis of this perspective 
of change, evolution and emergence. Change, emergence, time and the notion 
of “becoming” matter in this new perspective and could colour Chinese and 
European planning in their own right. It will also relate them, with speed of 
transitions and developments taking place as a major difference between the 
two regions from which a comparison will likely result into important lessons to 
the whole of spatial planning. It means a shift in planning theory and practice 
towards evolutionary processes, with adaptivity and processes of self-organi-
zation as interesting notions. 
Therefore, when we regard two trajectories of development of Chinese 
and European planning as two autonomous and meanwhile interacting 
processes, both trajectories allow reflections on adaptivity and self-organizing 
mechanisms. This means that in dynamic situations, we should attempt to 
improve our ability to cope with emerging circumstances by increasing the 
diversity of planning approaches among others benefiting from the existence 
of self-organizing mechanisms rather than attempting to control every step 
or to draw everyone into the process. Chinese planners have already started 
seeking improvements in managing planning processes, by bringing in the useful 
elements of communicative or adaptive and self-organizing approaches (Liang, 
2009; Zhang & Richard, 2009), although most of their energy is currently being 
expended on keeping track of the urban revolution taking place. Meanwhile, 
European planning is reconsidering its strong focus on the communicative side 
of planning and seeking alternatives. There are a growing number of European 
scholars considering reality increasingly as an autonomous process, which can 
also lead to interest in adaptability and self-organizing mechanisms (Allen, 
1997; Batty, 2005; De Roo, 2010; De Roo & Silva, 2010; Portugali, 2000; Webster, 
2010; Webster & Lai, 2003). These mechanisms are usually related to dynamism 
but are not yet well understood in either planning theory or practice.
In other words, both planning traditions have their own path dependency, from 
which lessons can be learnt. This should not change in the future; however, 
these lessons will not be as unilateral as they were in the past. European 
planning may also wish to learn from Chinese planning developments. 
The Chinese are running fast to keep up with their own autonomous urban 
transformation processes. As such, there is a strong desire to grasp what 
drives the change, the dynamics and the transformation of the Chinese urban 
environment and how this will lead to a coherent but flexible urban space, its 
appreciation as an environment to live in and its consequences in the long term. 
